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ABSTRACT 

An abstract of the thesis of Kirsten Nadia Ngan for the Masters of Arts in 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages presented June 21, 1994. 

Title: English Language Teaching and Curricula in the People's 

Republic of China. 

Since China's open-door policy of 1978, an increasing number of 

Western language teachers have entered the People's Republic. Numerous 

reports criticizing Chinese teaching methods, books, curricula, and students 

have been written by teachers of English, the cause of which can, in many 

cases, be related back to teachers' different expectations about language 

curricula. 

Dubin and Olshtain's (1986) curriculum framework was utilized in this 

study to examine the premises of language learning and teaching in China. A 

questionnaire was sent to teachers and students at seven schools in the 

People's Republic of China. The questionnaire included a brief needs analysis 

and questions related to views about language, language learning and 

education. Data from the 347 student respondents and 34 teacher respondents 

were used to discuss (i) the priori ties of English language teachers and 

learners in China, and (ii) whether Western methodologies were suitable for 

use in China. 



The conclusions drawn from the study were, firstly, that Chinese 

language teachers and learners rank product over process. Linked to this was 

the conclusion that no one Western methodology was particularly suitable or 

unsuitable for use in China. Secondly, it appeared that students in China 

prioritize passive language skills and passive ways of learning over active 

language skills and active methods of learning. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

OVERVIEW 

Since the late 1970's, educators in the field of teaching English to speakers of 

other languages (TESOL) have heavily debated the appropriateness of the 

teaching methods, learners' strategies, text books and curricula used in China 

for teaching English, with particular reference to how the Chinese methods 

contrast with Western methodsl, notably the communicative approach. (The 

communicative approach asserts that a language exists for the purpose of 

communication. The approach stresses use of the target language and the 

conveyance of meaning over grammatical form.) 

Briefly, as China opened to the West, and to Western teachers of 

English in December 1978, the foreign language teachers compared the 

education systems of China and their home countries. These evaluations 

tended to be subjective and critical. The result was that several questions were 

raised about the appropriateness of various methodologies, learning 

1 Western methods is a phrase that has been used in many TESOL 
publications to refer to methods and ideas that have been articulated in the 
non-communist countries of Europe and their progeny. This paper follows 
this usage but acknowledges that the ideas labeled Western are not necessarily 
unique to Western countries. 
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strategies, and learning styles in China. These questions of appropriateness do 

not appear to have been conclusively answered over the last decade. 

Dubin and Olshtain (1986) present a framework from which one can 

analyze the debate about language training in China. They posit that a 

language program is influenced by its setting, the patterns of language use in 

society, the political and national context and group and individual attitudes 

(p. 6). In turn the curriculum of the program is influenced by viewpoints on 

the nature of language, the nature of language learning and educational

cultural viewpoints (p. 34). Hence a language curriculum tends to be the 

culmination of a society's educational views. In the case of the above debate, 

it is likely that the educational views and expectations of policy makers, 

teachers, and students in China compared with their counterparts in the 

United States of America are the cause of 'incompatible' differences. 

The study presented in this thesis used Dubin and Olshtain's 

framework to look at issues raised in the debate over language teaching 

methods in China. A needs analysis was used to elucidate the views of 

language teachers and students in China. From this needs analysis, the ways 

that English is used in China and the participants' views about language 

learning were compared with those promoted by Western teachers, 

methodologists and curricula. 

BACKGROUND 

The catalysts of this study were comments about Chinese language learners in 

several journal articles. These articles concentrated around two themes: first, 

that Chinese learners of English were in some way different from other 
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learners; and second, that the methods used to teach Chinese learners were 

different from those used to teach other learners. Chinese learners were 

thought to differ from others in several ways. One Western teacher of English 

in China who exemplifies the belief that Chinese students learn a language in 

a different order from other learners wrote that Chinese learners "learn to 

read, write, speak and then comprehend aurally in exactly the reverse order 

stressed by Western pedagogy" (cited in Hu and Grove, 1991, p. 155). Others 

suggested Chinese students had different learning styles than non-Chinese 

language learners and that they preferred different teaching methods. 

Secondly, writers claimed that Chinese methods of teaching were 

different from those of Western teachers and that they were methodologically 

unsound. Most criticisms came from Westerners who had taught in China 

for a short period of time. Criticism focused on the non-communicative 

methods of teaching, the emphasis on repetition and literature, and the text 

bq2~s used. These criticisms tended to be fairly condescending and subjective, 

and they provoked this investigation into the causes of disagreement. The 

following section summarizes the views aired about Chinese learners and 

teaching methods, and discusses the premises which underpin this study. 

Western language teachers in China 

Foreign language teachers have had a significant presence in China since the 

Opium wars of the mid 1800s. But it was China's 'open door' policy of the late 

1970's - early 1980's, that precipitated the latest wave of Western English 

teachers entering China. Consequently foreign language teachers began to 

write articles about language teaching in China, particularly English language 

teaching. Most of these articles reflect the subjective experience of individual 



teachers and are critical of Chinese methodology. Some writers implied that 

China was behind the times because it had not adopted Western methods. 

Typically a writer criticized the methodology, materials, and language skills 

taught at the school he or she visited. For example, Griffith writes: 

4 

With time, the [Chinese] may adapt a little better to Western attitudes 
to pedagogy, but the learning habits of centuries are hard to undo. Role 
playing and free discussion are quite alien to Chinese students, 
especially when there is a 'political form monitor' sitting in on 
classes ... If you try to initiate something new, ... the Foreign Affairs 
Office in your institute may make enthusiastic noises but do nothing to 
help you ... It is not easy to know when to prolong negotiation and 
when to admit defeat. (1991, p. 230) 

Ye and Li provide a more moderate description: 

More and more American English teachers are currently seeking ESL 
teaching positions in China. Upon arrival, however, they are often 
surprised to find that the available texts are quite traditional and quite 
different from modern texts used in the U.S., and that student 
expectations are also quite different. (1988, p. 59) 

There have been varied reactions to these reports by Western teachers (see 

Lamoureux n. d.). Moffett (1983) argues that Chinese students believe that the 

purpose of language learning is communication and that they demonstrate 

this by practicing speaking with, and imitating native speakers (p. 16). He 

suggests that students are motivated to learn speaking skills because they 

want to improve their chance of going overseas. 

A further criticism of language teaching in China is that traditional 

teaching methods are used because the teachers do not have a good grasp of 

the language being taught. This is not true of larger universities, where 

Moffett reports that "faculty speak with fluency, correctness, and are usually 

well grounded in the culture" (1983, p. 16), but applies to secondary schools, 



middle schools, and some smaller institutions. This situation is changing as 

many language teachers spend time abroad. 

The above criticism may indicate the writer's beliefs about the role of 

the la~g:t:t~g~ teacher, rather than the failure of Chinese teachers. Dubin and 

Olshtain (1986) describe the changes that occur in language teaching when a 

change of method is made. The role of the teacher within the grammar

translation approach (which focuses on outlining grammar points and 

translation) is described below: 

In the grammar-translation tradition, language teachers were thought 
of as people who knew the target language and its literature 
thoroughly, but did not necessarily speak the language fluently. The 
textbook contained all the necessary information about the language; 
the teacher's assignment was to be a faithful implementor by 
explaining its contents. (1986, pp. 47-8) 

5 

Dubin and Olshtain go on to say that for audiolingualism the role of the 

teacher is to be able to speak fluently and provide a model for the class by 

conducting oral drills with learners. Thus, as emphasis turned from grammar 

to performance, different expectations were placed on the teacher (p. 48). The 

criticism directed at Chinese language teachers is likewise colored by the 

methodology favored by the critics. 

Young and Lee sent questionnaires to 532 Hong-Kong Chinese 

elementary and high school teachers of English which asked about their 

attitudes towards teaching methods. The results indicated that in general, 

teachers preferred methods favoring transmission (that is, teacher centered 
- --·-- ------

approaches) over other methods favoring interpretation (that is, student 

centered approaches) (1984, pp. 193-4). Western pedagogy, on the other hand, 

prefers teaching methods that focus on interpretation over transmission. 
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Grabe and Mahon (1982), two Westerners who trained Chinese teachers 

of English, claim that the reason Chinese language teachers prefer 

'transmission' approaches is they are challenged by recent western 

communicative approaches which demand flexibility and expose any 

language inadequacy: 

Close analysis of familiar texts was something they could do over and 
over again with confidence, without stretching their English beyond 
their limits. Most trainees were, therefore, unwilling to innovate [and 
responded to new methods with] 'We can't use that in China. The 
students' won't like it, the senior faculty won't like it'. (1982, p. 55) 

Grabe and Mahon conclude that Chinese teachers will not consider using new 

techniques or methods unless they have proven to themselves that the 

methods work and can see how to incorporate them into their own 

classrooms. 

Practical limitations can also hinder the implementation of new 

methods. The size of language classes in China makes it difficult to 

implement many teaching strategies popular in smaller language classes 

abroad. Ye and Li report class sizes to be 30-100 (1988, p. 67), whereas in 

America, the average university language class has 15-30 students. Similarly, 

differing ideas about learning and teaching influence which methods are 

used. The communicative approach draws heavily on the use of learning 

games and activities, and thus violates the belief that learning is serious. In 

Chinese classrooms serious academic activities have priority over game-like 

activities. 

Chinese teachers of English have responded to Western criticism and 

methods in varied ways. Ye and Li discuss some of the shortcomings of 

Chinese language instruction: "Classroom instructions do not seem to do as 

much as they should in developing the students' English skills ... The students 
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may know every word of a text, but fail to understand the main ideas" (1988, 

pp. 59-60). On the other hand, a Chinese teacher remarked that "Western 

language teaching methods aren't effective with Chinese students. Our 

traditional methods are good enough. Look at how well Gao learned to speak 

English. He's never been out of China and didn't have any contacts with 

native English speakers until this year. So our methods must work" (cited in 

Huang and Van Naerssen, 1987, p. 288). 

Professor Pan of the Chinese Association for English Language 

Education remarked that the national attitude regarding language teaching 

methodologies is that 'whatever creates real competency is fine to use' (cited 

in Lieberman, 1984, p. 19). This said, China does not appear to have adopted 

Western methods on a large scale. Burnaby and Sun (1989) surveyed twenty

four Chinese teachers of English about the appropriateness and effectiveness 

of Western methods for use with Chinese students. Their general feeling was 

that Western methods were only applicable to students who wished to go to 

an English-speaking country to study. Teachers based their decisions on the 

purpose and learning contexts of their students, the national curriculum, 

class sizes, and the conviction that their students will learn the English skills 

they need through Chinese teaching methods: "the Chinese use their own 

methods not just because contextual constraints make it difficult for them to 

use communicative methods but also because it suits their students' 

purposes" (Burnaby and Sun, 1989, p. 227). 

To summarize, Western methods of language teaching have not met 

with large scale enthusiasm by Chinese teachers. Chinese teachers recognize 

some shortcomings of their methods of teaching but state the incompatibility 

of Western methods with students and curriculum as reasons against 



methodological change. The following section discusses reasons for this lack 

of compatibility. 

Explanations for dissatisfaction 

Two explanations have been posed as to why Chinese language teachers are 

dissatisfied with Western methods and why Western teachers have been 

dissatisfied with Chinese methods: culture, and the learners. 

8 

Lado (1986), writing about cultural differences, asserts that most people 

are ethno-centric and judge the world around them by their own standards: 

... the members of one culture usually assume that their way of doing 
things, of understanding the world around them, their forms and their 
meanings, are the correct ones. Hence when another culture uses other 
forms or other meanings it is wrong. Hence, when another culture 
adopts a pattern of behavior from the first one, the imitated culture 
feels that something good and correct is taking place. (1986, p. 59) 

Lado also suggests that any assumptions made regarding whether an action 

occurs or not are culturally determined (p. 60). The existence of 

communicative or text-based activities in a classroom will cause an observer 

to make culture-based assumptions and judgments about the observed 

teaching practices. 

Saville-Troike (1978) claims that a society's educators are examples of 

successfully acculturated individuals, that is, people who have succeeded in 

that society. Writing for teachers with students of other cultural backgrounds, 

she claims: 

[Teachers] are transmitters of ... attitudes, values and expectations to the 
next generation so that it too may 'achieve' in school. Educators must 
therefore learn about their own system of learning and realize that 
education does not have the same ends and means for members of 
different social groups. Stereotypes result if we assume that other 
systems of education are less advanced, or the students who don't 
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succeed in our particular system are 'deficient' in some respect. (1978, p. 
29) 

Foreign teachers in China have trained and taught in non-Chinese 

education systems and may benefit from an understanding of the differences 

in expectation and action between the educational systems. Hai-Li Li calls for 

mutual understanding between Chinese and foreign teachers in China: 

It is absolutely essential for Chinese teachers of English and foreign 
teachers working in China to learn and understand each other's 
culture so that they will be able to provide their students with adequate 
social and cultural background knowledge and increase their ability to 
communicate. (1982, p. 92) 

Young believes that not only teachers but also language teaching 

methodologies are culturally laden. 

Claims of universality made by psychologically and linguistically 
inspired reforms tell us far more about the culture which gave birth to 
the ... ideas than they do about the applicability of the ideas in 
educational settings outside North America or Western Europe. (1987, 
p. 17) 

Young identifies research which indicates that children from different 

cultural groups exhibit different learning styles, and that teachers can use 

various teaching styles. Furthermore, where teacher and learner styles match, 

children's educational achievement increases. Young's indirect suggestion is 

for teachers of English to adapt their teaching styles to their students, as 

teachers are in a better position to be flexible than students, students need to 

learn a set of material, and each classroom contains students with a wide 

range of learning styles. 

The second explanation as to why Chinese and Western teachers areV 

dissatisfied with each other's teaching methods, relates to lea!_ning styles. _ 

Many teachers, both Chinese and Western, identify Chinese students' 

preferred learning styles as thwarting the implementation of Western 
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methods in China. Underlying many people's viewpoints is the idea that 

Chinese students are a unique breed - somehow different from other 

language students. Maley (1986) posits that foreign language teachers and 

Chinese students have different views on the nature of the teaching process. 

Chinese students tend to view language-learning as memory based and 

comprising grammar, vocabulary and non-contextual processes rather than 

meaningful communication. This is frustrating to many foreign teachers, but 

foreign teachers' methods are equally frustrating to students. 

Oxford (1990) poses that learning can occur via direct or indirect 

strategies. She recommends that teachers discover whether or not the 

learners' culture endorses a chosen learning strategy before suggesting that 

students use it. Oxford also recommends that the teacher choose strategies 

which do not contradict what the learner is already doing: 

You need to be sensitive to learners' original strategy preferences and 
the motivation that propels these preferences ... you might need to 
phase in new strategies gently .. without whisking away students' 
'security blankets' no matter how dysfunctional you might consider 
those old strategies to be. (Oxford, 1990, p. 207) 

Pia (1989) examined the preferred learning styles of 30 Chinese students 

studying English in China and 30 Chinese students studying English in 

America and compared them with 30 Americans studying Chinese with the 

intention of finding out whether a distinct Chinese learning style emerged. 

He could not distinguish a consistent group pattern, and suggested that a 

variety of styles and strategies be provided for students in the classroom. Pia's 

study raises the point that any teaching method may be appropriate in a given 

situation. Like Pia, Willing (cited in Nunan, 1989, p. 52) found that students' 

preferred learning styles and strategies did not group around ethnicity and 

age. Oxford, Hollaway and Horton-Murillo (1992) reflect that: 



Many style conflicts exist within a given culture as well as across 
cultures. Culture is thus not the only factor that plays a role in style 
development and style clashes; people are indeed individuals with 
their own traits. However, valid generalizations about learning style 
can be made concerning different cultures and ethnic groups as a 
whole. (p. 451) 
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Thus while the issue of 'learning styles' provides sound suggestions for 

teaching, learning styles do not identify the cause of conflict across ethnic 

groups, or provide us with something that is unique to a specific ethnic 

group, such as Chinese students. Similarly culture gives us an idea of what is 

'expected' or 'normal' in a society but does not clarify what may or may not be 

effective for use in that society. 

This study examines whether the use of Western methods in China 

has incurred difficulties due to any incompatibility between the foreign 

curricula2 and the Chinese setting, educational goals and beliefs about 

learning. Dubin and Olshtain's (1986) curriculum framework which outlines 

the links between a language curriculum and the society that it operates in, is 

employed to examine the language setting in China. This framework is 

summarized in Figure 1, an adaptation of their diagrams (pp. 6 & 43). 

Dubin and Olshtain's framework describes three layers of influence on a 

language curriculum. The first layer comprises four interrelated parts: (i) the 

language setting: attitudes about and use of the target language; (ii) patterns of 

language use in society: the role of the target language in education, the labor 

market and the modernization process; (iii) group and individual attitudes 

2 Curriculum is used here to ref er to the broad goals and policies from 
which specific syllabi (detailed course outlines) can be written. 



General Goals 

Figure 1. Factors influencing curriculum. Adapted from Dubin and 
Olshtain (1986, pp. 6 and 43). 

12 



about the process of language learning and the target language; and (iv) the 

political and national context in which language learning occurs. 

13 

Dubin and Olshtain's second layer of curriculum design looks at the 

role of educational-cultural and language goals on curricula. They suggest 

that views about language, language-learning and education-culture are 

interwoven. As an example, they suggest that "the behavioristic view is an 

educational-psychological philosophy which is compatible with a structuralist 

view of language and a stimulus-response view about human language 

learning" (p. 35). 

The third layer of Dubin and Olshtain's model suggests that general goals 

stem from the above layers, and result in syllabus objectives regarding 

language content: what material is covered; process: how the material is 

learned; and product: what students should be able to do at the end. 

The focus of the discussion regarding English language teaching in 

China seems to have been the third layer of Dubin and Olshtain's framework: 

that is, the content, process and product of the curriculum. However, Dubin 

and Olshtain's framework indicates that the underlying cause of friction lies 

in the first two layers, that is, national expectations about education, language 

learning, and the functions of language in society. It would appear that the 

social, cultural, educational, and language viewpoints embedded in Chinese 

curricula are different from those of many Western countries. 

Johnson's language curriculum framework (1989) outlines four levels 

of curriculum development with the people and products involved in each 

stage, see Table I (Johnson, 1989, p.3). His framework focuses on three sets of 

constraints: policy, pragmatics, and participants. It is his discussion of policy 

(statement of aims) that is most relevant here. Policy decision making, 
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according to Johnson, involves the sequence of curriculum planning (the 

definition of aims based on needs analyses); ends/means specification 

(providing objectives in terms of accountability or communicative 

competence, and methodology); program implementation (developing 

materials and training teachers); and classroom implementation (teacher and 

learner acts). 

TABLE I 

STAGES, DECISION-MAKING ROLES AND PRODUCTS 
IN CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT 

Development sta~es: Decision-makin~ roles: Products:· 

1. Curriculum planning oolicv makers policv documents 

2. Specification: ~nds needs analysis syllabus 

-means methodolwists 

3. program implementation materials writers teaching materials 

teacher trainers teacher-training program 

4. Oassroom implementation teacher teaching acts 

learner learning acts 

Source: Johnson, 1989, p. 3. 

Johnson points out that where the four levels do not match, where 

they do not work towards the same ends, then the effectiveness or 

applicability of the curriculum diminishes. An example given by Johnson is 

where teacher trainers act not as a bridge between the syllabus and the 

classroom, but against the curriculum as methodologists: 

Theoretical teacher trainers tend to be specialists in applied linguistics 
in general and methodology in particular. Their knowledge of the 
curriculum they supposedly serve is often limited, their attitude 
towards it may often be dismissive and their efforts directed towards 
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revolutionising rather than implementing it. .. They often have little 
sympathy with official policy and would like it changed, usually in a 
direction better suited to their favourite 'method' ... However justified 
their criticisms, these teacher trainers gain little credibility and have 
little influence, least of all with teachers. (Johnson, 1989, p. 9) 

Where teachers or teacher trainers are 'brought in' from outside, as is often 

the case in the teaching of English as a foreign language, mismatches such as 

the above are to be expected. In the case of China, problems seem to occur 

when teachers and teacher-trainers aim to influence areas of the curriculum 

other than those assigned to them by their job-description. 

The frameworks outlined by Dubin and Olshtain (1986) and Johnson 

(1989) help to identify potential underlying sources of educational differences 

between China and Western countries. Their frameworks provide a basis on 

which to question the universal applicability of both a curriculum and 

components of a curriculum. Variation in setting, goals, and language and 

educational-cultural viewpoints of the society are variables that are specified 

as potential causes of the failure of a curriculum. 

With regard to the debate over teaching methods in China, Dubin and 

Olshtain's framework suggests that the educational cultural and language 

viewpoints of the foreign language teachers and those of the Chinese teachers 

of English are potentially 'mismatched'. Johnson outlines those areas that 

may provoke conflict about decision making roles. Thus by discovering the 

views about language, language learning and education plus the educational 

structure prevalent in China, areas of conflict with their Western 

counterparts can be identified, and the compatibility and (potential) 

effectiveness of Chinese and Western curricula and methods for use in China 

can be gauged. 
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This study sets out to elucidate the critical components of Dubin and 

Olshtain's framework, and thereby provides evidence to support a more 

definitive approach to teaching English in China. The investigation follows 

the set of research questions given below. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

la. What are the views about language prevalent in China among English 

language learners and teachers in Chinese universities? 

lb. Do the prevalent views about language lend themselves to the use of a 

particular methodology? If so, what methodology? 

2a. What are the views about language learning prevalent in China among 

English language learners and teachers in Chinese universities? 

2b. Do the prevalent views about language learning lend themselves to the 

use of a particular methodology? If so, what methodology? 

3a. What are the views about education prevalent in China among English 

language learners and teachers in Chinese universities? 

3b. Do the prevalent views about education lend themselves to the use of a 

particular methodology? If so, what methodology? 

4a. What is English needed for in China? 

4b. How does this affect the way English is taught, the methodology and 

curricula? 

5. Is the communicative approach appropriate to the curriculum and use of 

English in China? If not, could it be adapted? The Communicative 
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Approach was chosen here because it is currently the most wide-spread 

method used to teach English in 'Western' countries and has attracted 

a lot of controversy in this discussion. 

6. How do the methodologies identified in lb, 2b, 3b, and 4b contrast with the 

methodologies prevalent in the United States of America? 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

Education in the People's Republic of China, including the teaching of foreign 

languages, has been closely linked to the political structure of the country. An 

awareness of Chinese history assists understanding of trends in education and 

the perspectives of the Chinese people. In this chapter a brief history of China 

will be followed by an examination of education, and of foreign language 

teaching in China. Each section will include a discussion of influential social 

values. 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE HISTORY OF CHINA 

China before 1911 

The nation of China dates back before 2000 B.C .. The earliest recorded 

history is largely mythical. From c. 2000 B.C. up until 206 B.C., China was 

ruled by several kingdoms. From 206 B.C. until 1911, six major dynasties were 

established then dissolved, with periods of warfare and division towards the 

end of most dynasties. Table II summarizes the social characteristics of these 

periods. A general feature of all the governments was that a small, usually 

educated class ruled the largely agricultural society. Watson (1966), D. J. Li 



TABLE II 

A SUMMARY OF CHINESE HISTORY BEFORE 1911 

Time period Rule Social characteristics of the period Other features 

c.2000-1500 BC Hsia kingdom Unknown 

c.1500-1027 BC Shang kingdom Agricultural, peasant-run society Bronze discovered, shell-bone script 
used extensively 

1027 - 221 BC Zhou kingdom Feudal society, military conflict (800 B.C. Dvpt of schools of philosophy 
ff.) including Confucian, Mohist, Daoist 

& Legalist 

221 - 206 BC Qin kingdom Legalistic government despised literature Destruction of books to suppress the 
& philosophy. literary class. 

206 BC-221AD Han dynasty Civil service of educated men, largely Empire expanded 
nobility. Landlord/ tenant system. 
Confucianism established 

316 - 589 AD Northern and Buddhism spread Literature & the arts flourished. 
Southern dynasties Division amongst warring kingdoms 

618 - 906 AD Tang dynasty Bureaucracy recruited by public exams Census recorded entire population as 
gradually replaced aristocratic upper 52,880,488. 
class 

960 - 1279 Song dynasty Civil service continued. Confucianism Painting famous. Empire lost territory 
influential 

1280 - 1368 Mongol rule Harsh rule 

1368-1628 Ming dynasty Civil service re-established. Internal 
unrest 

1644 - 1912 Qing dynasty Manchurian rulers considered alien by the Slow internal collapse due to internal 
rest of China dissatisfaction & external pressure 

NOTE: Between most of the dynasties and kingdoms there were periods of war. 
"""' \0 



(1978), Fitzgerald (1992) and Spence (1986) provide interesting accounts of 

these periods. 
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The collapse of the dynasty system in 1911 was largely due to internal 

dissatisfaction, modernization, and contact with the West. The rural farming 

population had difficult lives in every dynasty. During the Qing dynasty, 

gradual overpopulation and the deteriorating governmental infrastructure 

added to the dissatisfaction of the people. In addition, the Manchurian Qing 

dynasty was perceived to be foreign by most of China. Three large scale 

rebellions occurred during the Qing dynasty: the Taiping rebellion (1853-64) in 

central and SE China, a Muslim rebellion in NW and SW China, and a 

peasant led rebellion in NE China. A second reason for the collapse of the 

dynasty was the external pressure from Western countries desiring trade. 

Initially China resisted. However the Opium wars of 1839-1842 and 1856-1860 

forced China to open cities and trade goods for opium. 

China 1911 - 1949 

Prior to 1911, China had typically experienced periods of peace under an 

established ruler followed by upheaval until a new ruler was established. 

Between 1911 and 1949, China experienced rapid change and a series of 

governments, but little peace. Since 1949, there has been constant social 

reform and upheaval. The fabric of Chinese society has been unraveled and 

repeatedly rewoven. 

By the conclusion of the Qing dynasty, China's intellectuals were 

actively searching for a new form of government. In 1911 anti-Qing 

republicanism was widespread and Sun Yat-sen, a revolutionary from 

Guangzhou, advocated the formation of a republic and infiltrated the army 
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with his supporters. Simultaneously, the Qing dynasty called on the ruler of 

the imperial forces, Yuan Shikai, to help them restore their dynasty. Yuan 

double-crossed them and made an agreement with the republicans which 

stated that he would ensure the end of the dynasty, and then rule until 

elections could be held. In 1908, the Guangxu emperor and the empress 

Dowager Cixi died. The last emperor was the Xuantong Emperor, Puyi, who 

ruled from 1908 until the outbreak of revolution in 1911. Democratic 

elections were held in 1914, but the temporary president, Yuan, exiled Sun 

Yat-sen and the winning party (Spence, p. 104) before attempting to establish a 

new dynasty with himself as emperor. Yuan's death in 1916 led to a period of 

struggle for control of China by Yuan's subordinates and others; this was 

known as the war-lord era (1917-1927) (Fitzgerald, p. 186). 

Sun Yat-sen returned from exile and, with the assistance of the USSR, 

established the communist party. However, his death in 1925 removed any 

hope of a peaceful settlement between the competitors for power (Fitzgerald, 

pp. 186-7). The nationalist party (Guomindang) led by Chiang Kai-shek, 

gained support and after setting up a government in Hunan, began to 

'exterminate' communists (1929-1935). Thus, the 100,000 strong communist 

party began in 1935 its year long march to north China to escape Chiang. It 

arrived with 30,000 men. The Japanese invasion (1937) diverted Chiang's 

attention from the civil war by forcing Chinese forces back to Western China. 

But when Japan retreated in 1945, civil war quickly resumed. Internal social 

and economic problems, combined with harsh treatment kept the largely 

peasant population opposed to the current leaders (Guomindang). The 

freedoms put in place by Sun Yat-sen had little impact on the masses. Mao 

appealed more to them as he spoke their language and relied on known 
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tested methods to solve problems. When the communist party began to win 

the civil war, the Guomindang reacted impulsively. They "seemed to have 

gone completely crazy when they realized the end had come ... [they] were on a 

mad looting, killing and burning rampage" (Burchett and Alley, 1976, p. 78). 

The establishment of the People's Republic of China thus restored some order 

to the disquieted nation. 

China 1949 - 1970s 

The People's Republic, after an initial period of consolidation (1949-52), 

launched into the first five year plan (1953-57) investing in industry, 

borrowing educational techniques from Russia, (Paine, 1986b, p. 110), and 

redistributing land according to family size: a popular move (Cogan, 1986, p. 

113). The Korean War (1950-1953) gave the new communist government the 

opportunity to demonstrate that, for the first time in a century, China was 

able to stand up to foreign powers (Fitzgerald, 1992, p. 188). 

1958-59 brought the Great Leap Forward. Agriculture was organized by 

communes, industry was decentralized and education was rapidly expanded 

(Paine, 1986b, pp. 110-111). However, many of these policies did not work and 

so were reversed in 1960-65. As China moved further from Soviet ideology, 

Sino -Soviet relations worsened to the point that Russia withdrew technical 

experts in 1960. During the early 1960s, Mao appeared to have taken a back 

seat in leadership, but in 1966, he masterminded the Cultural Revolution as a 

display of his control. The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) was "aimed 

particularly at culture, ideology and education, [and] challenged previous 

policies as bourgeois and revisionist" (Paine, 1986b, p. 111). At this time, Mao 

asked young people to form a 'red guard' and take measures against any 
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counter-revolutionaries. The following quotation from his investigation of 

the peasant movement in Hunan, was transformed into a song which 

inspired the young radicals: 

Revolution is not like giving a party, 
Composing a piece of literature, or 
Making fine embroidery. 

It is not refined, leisurely, or polite; 
It is not gentle, modest, or respectful. 
Revolution is violence; 
It is the overthrow of one class by another--

By violent action! (Mao, 1966, pp. 11-12) 

Mao inspired young radicals to the point that the eruption of a civil war was 

only prevented by a recorded message from Mao that instructed youth to stop 

fighting, and the decision to send educated youth and the Red Guards to the 

countryside (1966) to serve the people by working on farms (Li, p. 558). 

China 1970s to the present 

After the death of Mao (1976) and the arrest of the gang of four (1976), 

the cult of Mao weakened and the government led by Hua Guoteng brought 

in the Four Modernizations (1977). The Four Modernizations targeted 

national defense, science and technology, industry, and agriculture as areas of 

development (Grabe & Mahon, 1982, p. 50). The government acknowledged 

that it had made errors during the Cultural Revolution but did not 

incriminate Mao. The open door policy of 1978 and greater industrialization 

and trading indicate that China continues to change rapidly even through 

comparative political stability. However, unrest continues to surface (1986, 

1989). It may pay to remember that Mao himself said that after 1949, China 

was in a struggle between communism and capitalism. He commented that 
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"change is always present in a society and change is never smooth " (cited in 

Paine, 1986a, pp. 108-9). 

Values held in Chinese society 

The values held by the Chinese people influence the way Chinese society 

operates. Several of these values are loyalty to group, respect for authority, 

and the concept of one's 'face'. 

The collective group in China has been regarded, in many respects and 

by many people, as more important than the individual from before the birth 

of Confucius (551 BC); as such the group often constrains the individual. 

To the Chinese mind, the collective welfare of a group had priority 
over the well-being of the individuals who composed it, and the 
enhancement of group welfare would presumably enhance individual 
well-being as well. Theoretically at least, human relations were more 
important than human beings. Such emphasis tended to degrade 
individuals rather than elevate them, because it made them mere 
points of conjunction in the intricate pattern of human relations. (Li, 
1978, p. 68) 

The importance of the collective has surfaced as individual selflessness, as 

pursuit of an ideal for the common good, and as observance of promises, 

which are expected to be observed at all cost (D. J. Li, p. 70). On the other hand, 

Chinese society can be highly individualistic to the extent that some groups 

do not function particular 1 y well. 

A definite social order exists in Chinese society. Within the family, 

children are taught to respect their elders. At the societal level, the educated 

civil service were the authority that was paid tribute by the uneducated 

peasants. Ironically the communist 'people-run' government has replaced 

the old system with a new group of authorities: members of the communist 



party. Those with high party positions are placed superior to others and 

granted social privileges. 

EDUCATION IN CHINA 

Chinese education has reflected the dramatic events that have changed the 

nation. Formal education has existed in China for thousands of years with 

schools operating since the Han dynasty (Benson, 1988, p. 12). Of the Ch'in 

dynasty, D. J. Li writes 
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The importance of education did not mean that everybody could have 
an education. For the most part, the privilege of enjoying it was 
confined to a small group. Though he was not legally restricted from 
obtaining an education an average peasant was simply too busy tilling 
his field and trying to make ends meet to be seriously concerned with 
it ... The gentry scholar [shih] ... owned enough land or other support to 
spare them the necessity of doing physical labor. Second they had an 
education which provided them with the ways and means of acquiring 
leadership. (1978, p. 65) 

Peasants revered the written word: "it was something obviously useful but 

incomprehensible to him" (D. J. Li, 1978, p. 554). Education consisted largely of 

the study and memorization of texts, many of which were Confucian. The 

implementation of the ideology contained in the texts (humility, morality, 

righteousness, and behaving according to social norms) was regarded as very 

important (see D. J. Li, 1978, p. 79), but was probably not included in the state 

examinations. 

While changes have occurred over the course of time, three features 

were retained to the early twentieth century: (i) the centrality of the writings 

of philosophers, especially Confucius; (ii), the focus on reading and writing 

characters; and (iii), the limitation of education, and thus social standing, to 

nobility or the wealthy members of society. The Confucian ideal was for pure 
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knowledge to be passed on as a collected canonized body of literature (Fox, 

1989, p. 29). Teachers, as the conveyors of knowledge, were viewed positively. 

The teacher's role was to 'jiaoshu yuren' which literally means 'teach book, 

nurture people' (Hu and Grove, 1991, p. 77). Teachers were responsible for 

their students' social as well as educational development. In turn, teachers 

were treated with respect. The title 'laoshi' (teacher) includes the character 

'lao': a prefix used to give respect to elders or those of higher status than 

oneself (Hu and Grove, pp. 17-18). However, the last dynasty, the Qing, during 

their last years of reign "abolished in 1905 the three-tiered state examination 

system based on the Confucian classics, which had dominated so much of 

Chinese intellectual and bureaucratic life for a thousand years" (Spence, 1986, 

p. 104). This dramatic decision which changed the focus of education, was but 

one of many changes to be made in education over the next decades. 

In 1912, Chinese educationalists studied three external education 

systems to 'replace' the traditional system: the European, American and 

missionary school models of education (Fox, 1989, pp. 29-30). The European 

model of education was most similar to Chinese education, based around a 

centralized power, and emphasizing pure knowledge passed on through 

literature (Fox, p. 29). The American system had structural diversity and 

encouraged the 'rounding' of the individual (Fox, p. 30). The missionary 

school system was open to both men and women, and was by and large the 

first contact that many Chinese people had with English (Fox, p. 30). However 

none of these were adopted, and education remained fairly exclusive until 

1943 when most primary schools were turned over to the people to be run by 

them and prevent reliance on bureaucracy. 
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Establishing [people-run schools] obviated the need for taxation for 
education by the central government, and since taxation had been the 
bane of the peasants' existence, it made sense ... to circumvent such 
methods of funding wherever possible. (Robinson, 1986, pp. 75-77) 

Now that education was made available to the general public, they quickly 

dominated classes. Thus began the distinction between government and 

people-run schools: the two track system. 

The communist revolution of 1949 further challenged traditional 

assumptions about education. The goal of education became universal 

elementary education rather than selective advanced education. Education 

aimed to raise general standards of literacy, numeracy, knowledge, skills and 

prosperity. Mao Zedong forecast that illiteracy would be wiped out by 1963. 

Traditional methods of teaching were used to achieve this: classes were large 

and few resources, including teachers, were available to achieve this 

enormous task. To achieve this, the government moved to regain control of 

schools. As government schools re-opened, people-run schools closed. In a 

further move to regain control, people-run schools were informed that 

unless national guidelines were followed, they could not be accredited. Most 

people-run schools could not achieve this and were not accredited. As a 

result, parents refused to allow their children to go to people-run schools, 

preferring them to stay at home to work in the fields (Robinson, 1986, p. 77). 

In 1953 educational structure, texts and curricula were borrowed from 

the USSR (Paine, 1986b, p. 110). Following Russian methods, the government 

encouraged the pre-existent two-tracked school system to achieve the goal of 

educating the masses. However, the government did not help people-run 

schools. The lack of support given to people-run schools led not to flexibility 

in the classroom, but to an increased amount of political education. "Party 
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Teacher Questionnaire 

Thank you for participating in this English language learning questionnaire. This research is being performed by a 

graduate student in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) at Portland State University 

(Portland, Oregon, United States of America). The study is investigating the ways that Chinese students prefer to 

learn English and to find out what English is needed for. 

Your answers to these questions will be very helpful. Please do not write your name on the questionnaire so that 

you will remain anonymous. There are no right or wrong answers. If you do not wish to participate in this study 

you are not obliged to do so, participation is voluntary. 

The questionnaire will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. 

Thank you again 

Dr. M. Terdal (teacher) 

Kirsten Ngan (student) 

Consent: 1. I have read and understood the above information and agree to take part in this study 

(circle one) Yes No Date:----------

2. Would you like to receive a summary of the results of this study? Yes No 

If you have concerns or questions about this study, please contact: 

Human Subjects Reseach Review Committee Chair 
Office of Research and Sponsored Projects 
105 Neuberger Hall, Portland State University 
Portland, OR 97207-0751 
United States of America 

phone: +1(503)725-3417 
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Please circle the appropriate answer(s) or write an answer in the space provided: 

1. Age in years 

2. Sex Male Female 

3. What is your native language? Mandarin A Chinese A language 
dialect other other than 
than Mandarin Chinese. 

4. What other languages do you know? 

5. How many years did you study English? 

6. How would you rate your proficiency in English? poor fair average good very good 

7. How many years did you study at a university? 

8. What university are you teaching at? 

9. How many years have you been teaching? 

lOa. Did you train to be a teacher in China: Yes No 

lOb. If not, which country did you train in? 

lla. Have you had a native English speaker teach you a Yes No 
class about methods of teaching? (go to question 13) 

llb. If yes, have you used any of the new methods that Yes No 
you were taught? (go to question 13) 

12a. If yes, which methods have you used? 

12b. Did the students respond well to these new methods? Yes No 

Do you think that the teacher Do you think that the teacher 
of this course should be a of this course should use 

Language native speaker of Chinese or Language Chinese teaching methods or 
' Course: English? Course: Western teaching methods*? 

(please circle one) (please circle one) 

No No 
13. Reading Chinese English Preference 19. ReadiM Chinese Western Preference 

No No 
14. Writin'i! Chinese English Preference 20. Writing Chinese Western Preference 

No No 
15. Sveaking Chinese English Preference 21. Sveaking Chinese Western Preference 

No No 
16. Listening Chinese English Preference 22. Listenim! Chinese Western Preference 

No No 
17. Grammar Chinese English Preference 23. Grammar Chinese Western Preference 

No 

Literature Chinese English Preference 18. I Literature 
No 

Chinese Western Preference 24. 

* nb: Chinese teaching methods may include traditional style lectures and memorisation. Western teaching 
methods may include interaction between students in class. 
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Please answer the following questions by circling how important the action is to your students and how frequently 

you think they perform or will need to perform that action. 

Importance 1 = Not 2= Not very 3= Fairly 4= Very 5= Extremely 
important important important important important 

Frequency 1= Never 2= Rarely 3= Occasionally 4= Often 5= Always 

For example: My students need to read English texts. 
If it is very important for your student5 to read English texts, circle 4 (very important) on the Importance scale. If 
they read English texts occasionally, circle 3 (occasionally) on the Frequency scale. 

Importance Frequency 
Not Extremely Never Always 
Imnortant imDOrtant 

25. My students need to read English texts 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

26. My students need to write in English 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

27. My students need to speak in English 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

28. My students need to listen to English 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

29. My students use English to communicate with a group 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

30. My students use English to communicate with one 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
other person 

31. My students use English to communicate with native 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
speakers of English 

32. My students use English to communicate with people 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
whose native language is not English 

33. My student5 need to give information in English 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

34. My student5 need to receive information in English 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

35. My students use English to communicate with people 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
living in China 

36. My students use English to communicate with 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
foreigners outside of China. 

37. My students need English to travel outside of China 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

38. My students need English for private study* 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

39. My students need English for private study 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

40. My students need English for work 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

*This question was printed in error and should have read: "My students need English for their education" 
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Please answer the following questions by indicating how much you agree or disagree with the statement. 

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree 

41. The purpose of language is communication SA A N D SD 

42. A language is made up of many rules SA A N D SD 

43. A language is best learnt by separately learning SA A N D SD 
language areas such as grammar, phonology, and 
vocabulary 

44. A language consists of social and cultural elements as SA A N D SD 
well as linguistic forms 

45. The best way to learn a language is to study it SA A N D SD 

46. The best way to learn a language is to use it SA A N D SD 

47. The teacher should only use English during English SA A N D SD 
language classes 

48. Dialogs included in textbooks should be practiced each SA A N D SD 
lesson 

49. Speaking and listening skills should be learnt before SA A N D SD 
reading and writing 

50. The teacher should explain grammar clearly SA A N D SD 

51. The language learner has more responsibility for his or SA A N D SD 
her learning than the teacher 

52 It is good for students to make language errors SA A N D SD 

53. The language teacher should teach at a level just a little SA A N D SD 
higher than the student is at 

54. Reading. Writing, Speaking and Listening are equally SA A N D SD 
important language skills 

55. During class. students should practice using the English SA A N D SD 
language with small groups or other students 

56. Students should repeat word~ and sentences after the SA A N D SD 
teacher 

57. Student~ should work out language rules by themselves SA A N D SD 

58. Education is learning how to learn SA A N D SD 

59. Students should feel free to interrupt the teacher with SA A N D SD 
questions and comments at any time 

60. Education occurs primarily through extensive reading SA A N D SD 

61. Students should choose what they learn SA A N D SD 

62. I The aim of education is for students to get a good job SA A N D SD 
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CORRESPONDENCE WITH COORDINATORS 

Excerpt One, Coordinator at Nankai University: " ... Three teacher 

questionnaires were filled out by Chinese English teachers and 2 by American 

English teachers .... My students are 1st year Ph.D. students in a variety of 

fields (none in English), they come from all over China, some are young 

(early 20s), some are old (40s), and they are almost all male. I have only 8 

women students and about 85 male students!. .. " 

Excerpt Two, Coordinator at Hunan Medical University: " ... The 

questionnaires enclosed are mostly done by my former students: 

undergraduate students of Hunan Medical University. They are of Grade 91 

and the specialties are ranged from clinic medicine, preventative medicine, 

stomatology and library and medical information research. The students of 

Hunan Medical University (especially of Grade 91) have done a great good in 

the tests (CET =College English Tests) ... I had a brief discussion with some of 

my colleagues on the questionnaires that you have offered. Besides I have 

compared your questionnaire with my own one that conducted last year .. The 

teachers that take part in the questionnaire program are chosen by my 

thorough consideration. They are of various opinions on teaching methods. I 

hope their views will give you a good understanding of our teachers stands in 

the L2 teaching methods. I myself didn't take part in the program ... As for the 

form of your questionnaire, some of my colleagues show great interest on it. 

They would be very much pleased if you can tell them how you make out the 

questions and what is the theoretical foundation for them. They all said that 

your questionnaire will do help for their English teaching practice ... " 
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Excerpt Three, Coordinator at Anhui Medical University: " ... I 

distributed your questionnaires to my colleagues and students right after the 

day I received them. All the teachers took the paper back to finish it, while 

about 35 students did it in class. I feel sorry that most of these 35 students are 

of intermediate or low level in English. Our two highest level classes have 

closed by the end of last semester, and I could only find about 15 students 

from these two classes to do the questionnaire ... Another thing which I think 

you should take into consideration in studying the students' questionnaires is 

that most of the students of our university are from the rural area. Before 

entering into this university, they studied English only with textbook and an 

English teacher. And after graduation, most of them will have to go back to 

their hometown to work where English is seldemly (sic) used ... " 
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VARIATION BETWEEN DEMOGRAPHIC GROUPS RESPONSES TO 
QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS. 

SECTION A: QUESTIONS 13-24. 
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Figure Al. Students and Teachers preferences for teachers and methods. 
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Figure A2. Male and Female students preferences for teacher and method. 
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Western/English 

Neutral 

Chinese 

Figure A3. Preference for Teacher and Method based on age. Quartile 1 
= students under 21. Quartile 2 = students 21-22 years. Quartile 3 = 
students 22-23 years. Quartile 4 = students over 23 years. 
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Figure A4. Preference for Teacher and Method based on whether 
students are sitting for an external exam or not. 
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Figure AS. Preference for Teacher and Method based on whether a 
student was an English major or not. 
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Figure A6. Preference for Teacher and Method based on students 
responses to questions 13-18. 
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English/ Western 
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Figure A7. Preference for Teacher and Method based on how likely it is 
for a student to be going overseas. 
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SECTION B: QUESTIONS 25-40. 
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Figure BL Male and female students mean responses to the factor 
groups of questions 25-40 
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Figure B2. Mean responses to the factor groups of questions 25-40 by age 
quartiles. Quartile 1 =under 21 years, Quartile 2 = 21-22 years, Quartile 3 
= 22-23 years, Quartile 4 =over 23 years 
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Figure B3. Mean responses to the factor groups of questions 25-40 
according to whether students are sitting an external exam or not 
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Figure B6. Preferences for teacher (as shown by answers to questions 13-
18) and factor groups. 
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Please answer the following questions by indicating how much you agree or disagree with the statement 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

I find it useful to repeat words and phrases after the 
teacher. (A-L) 

I like to practice using English in groups. (CA) 

During class the teacher should speak most of the time. 
(G-T, Comprehensive & Cognitive) 

During class, individual students should read sections of 
the text to the class. (G-T) 

I like to make up sentences in English that express my 
thoughts (CA) (Holistic) 

Translating sentences and passages from Chinese to 
English and English to Chinese helps me to learn 
English. (G-T) 

I like to read long English texts to get an idea of the 
content (CA) 

If I repeat a phrase enough times I will be able to use it 
naturally. (A-L) (Stimulus-response) 

Most students learn a language the same way (not 
cognitive) 

I like to use English more than study it. (cognitive) 

Errors show that I am learning 

My personality affects how I learn English (Holistic) 

Language classes should gradually move from simple 
concepts to more difficult ones (stimulus-response) 

Grammatical structures are more important than the 
words which are put in those structures. (stimulus 
response) 

I should be able to influence what we learn in English 
classes. (rational-cognitive orientation) 

I learn best when the teacher takes time to explain 
things (not Behaviourist) 

I am responsible for what I learn (Humanistic) 

Education helps me to grow as a person. (Humanistic) 

S. A. Agree Neutral Disagree S.D. 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 
SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 

SA A N D SD 


